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, by Angela Miles

Writing as a feminist academic and activist, Miles offers an “engaged
study” of the development of “integrative feminisms” in North America
from the late 1960s to the early 1990s (x). The first half of her book is
devoted to a theoretical analysis of the evolution of integrative femi-
nisms beginning with their roots in feminist radicalisms, while the sec-
ond half describes the influence that a growing awareness of, and
attention to, an international context had upon feminists’ theoretical and
practical politics. In both sections Miles presents examples of integra-
tive feminisms in practice both globally and locally. By coining the
term “integrative feminisms” to refer to a select variety of feminisms
commonly defined by their differences (e.g., radical feminisms, cultural
feminism, lesbian feminism, to name a few she mentions), Miles at-
tempts to illustrate that all of these distinct “brands” of feminisms share
basic principles which can, should, and–in practice–do, unite rather
than divide feminist efforts to transform the world in which we live.

Although she exhorts us to recognize and to redeem a “dream of a
common language” of feminisms, a shared identity, and a universal pur-
pose as integral to the practice of feminist politics, Miles also states that
her efforts to suggest a framework in which feminists from all parts of
the globe could address “real issues” with “real dialogue” are not meant
to obscure or overlook the critical distinctions, frequently self-defined,
among feminists or to ignore the differences among women across the
globe (A. Rich 1978 as quoted in Miles 77; Miles xi). Rather, she believes
the integrative feminisms for which she advocates can, as she attempts to
illustrate in her empirical examples, acknowledge and incorporate the
particularity or specificity of diverse positions while creating global and
local politics of solidarity and sisterhood precisely because it respects
and responds to that diversity as the source of its potential and strength.

How do integrative feminisms accomplish this ideal? The answer lies
in her definition of integrative feminisms itself. Integrative feminisms
are anti-essentialist, anti-reductionist, and dedicated to building a pro-
gressive, women-centered, women-identified practice of feminist poli-
tics with local roots and a global reach. This feminist politics is itself
accomplished through a reliance upon “dialectical politics”–through
which seeming contradictions (e.g., commonality and diversity) are un-
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derstood as mutually constitutive rather than exclusive and are cele-
brated as resources for feminist politics (xii).

Unfortunately, Miles is unable to sustain this grand claim either
through her use of empirical examples, which are too few and too curso-
rily rendered to lend credence to her reliance upon the concept of dialecti-
cal politics, or through her own analysis and history of radical feminisms
in North America, in which a dated and bewildering survey of feminist
debates, positions, and writings are introduced without sufficient con-
text, explanation, distinction, or discussion. (One example of this is
found in her section on poststructuralist feminism which, like liberal
feminism, she defines as fundamentally nonintegrative for its categori-
cal refusal to recognize women’s specificity.) Furthermore, the bulk of
the book is descriptive and prescriptive, relying upon claims such as: “It
is a woman’s revaluing of women and her own womaness that brings to-
gether her sense of personhood and womanhood and heals the schizo-
phrenia endemic to the female condition” with no mention of exactly
what either “women” or “womaness” are exactly. Her appeal can only
be intelligible if the concepts of an essential “woman” and “womaness”
are presumed (16). Ironically, the most exact definition allowed of what
she means by woman is in opposition to man–a reliance upon a reductionist
binary reasoning which she supposedly finds antithetical to integrative
feminisms. Relatedly, the clearest definition of integrative feminisms is
simply what it is not–reductionist or essentialist.

Finally, despite all of her emphasis on the importance of dialectical
politics as necessary to the practice of feminist politics, there are no ex-
amples of the politics of feminisms. In other words, where is reference
to or analysis of the struggles, disagreements, and debates over power
and positions internal to feminist politics–the “slow boring of hard
boards” to which Max Weber referred? By seeking to transcend the pol-
itics within feminisms, Miles fails to capture it accurately. Thus, her vi-
tal task of assessing the significance of the internationalization and
integration of feminist theories and practices remains unrealized.
Reviewed by Helen Kinsella

Helen Kinsella
University of Minnesota
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